Abstract. The authors report on web-based communications between professional planners and graduate students in Washington State, focusing on growth management issues. The website gmforum included: solicitations of advice from the planners; a moderated listserv; traditional course materials; statements on growth-management topics with links to other websites; and facilities for personal email communications. A survey of the planners and the students showed a high degree of satisfaction with the outcomes.
Introduction
A major development in recent years has been the use of information technology (IT) and the World Wide Web as a vehicle to improve the quality of higher education. Many of these applications have been in other fields, especially medical education (for example, among many others, too numerous to mention, Allen, 1998; Ausserhofer, 1999; Filler et al, 1998; Hess, 1999; Perry et al, 1998; Pickering, 1997; Schleyer et al, 1999; Thomas, 1997) . Their use in planning has been limited; examples include Willson (2000) , Tyler (1998) , Godschalk (2000) , Godschalk and Lacey (2001) , and Webster and Johns (2002) . The Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning (ACSP), the key association of university planners in the United States, has a technology committee investigating these issues (ACSP, 2000) . Their findings focus on distance learning, and their results suggest: the marginal costs are low but the time costs are substantial; web courses may be more appropriate for some courses [for example, planning methods, geographical information systems (GIS)] than for others (for example, planning theory, conflict resolution); large courses such as freshman undergraduate courses are good candidates; onsite supplementation of distance learning is critical to success; and sharing distance-learning programs among universities might be productive if bureaucratic and logistical obstacles could be overcome. The web-based applications have been of three kinds: increasing access to data sources; facilitating distance learning; and promoting direct contacts between the profession and academia.Although the example reported here contains all three elements, the last kind is by far the most important for this paper. (1) IT is a new and powerful tool for education and communication, and society must take advantage of it. In the words of Peter Hall:``If technology fails to educate and to train, the nightmare scenario takes over: technology is employed to oversee and to control '' (1998, page 986) . In this paper we report on a project: (1) to test whether IT can enhance planning education via the gmforum, a growth-management website connecting graduate classrooms with Washington State professional planners; and (2) to provide IT education for those planners with a knowledge lag via provision of an IT short course for planners.
Background to the gmforum Although Washington State adopted the Growth Management Act (GMA) (2) more than ten years ago (in 1990) , its history has been inadequately documented. The gmforum seeks to provide up-to-date and balanced points of view on all key aspects of the GMA. The central objective of the project was to connect the experiences of professional planners with those of faculty and students via a virtual classroom, in effect, to create a community of learning among these groups. As a result, the gmforum has become a single comprehensive website containing links to major topics about the GMA. A total of forty-five Washington State planners and about fifty University of Washington graduate students have actively participated in the forum, with double that number accessing the website. As a supplementary activity, the website organizers offered a three-hour course, primarily targeted at mid-career planners with limited IT skills.
Washington State's`bottom-up' approach to growth management has meant that planners at both the city and the county levels have had to rely on largely decentralized sources of information about the GMA. No single planning textbook or guide exists today that deals with the Washington GMA in any depth [most of the growthmanagement literature deals with Florida, Oregon, Hawaii, Vermont, and other states (Burchell et al, 2000; DeGrove, 1984; Gale, 1992; Kelly, 1993; Porter, 1996) ]. Most firsthand experiences regarding growth-management issues in Washington State are hidden in the minds of the state's professional planners, and this knowledge has not been transmitted to the academic community in Washington State. Yet many academicians and even more students (in their later careers) will become involved in growth-management issues in the future.
Much earlier, there was a pilot project, EPPROC (Electronic Planning Professionals Council), an interactive professional planner and graduate student website established in 1998 with academic departmental support (the Department of Urban Design and Planning at the University of Washington). This pilot project revealed that a significant proportion of senior planners were unaccustomed to using the technology. The project took the form of discussions about a planning-method class. It became apparent that junior planners were more technically competent with IT, whereas many of the more established planners avoided it and were missing out not only in terms of facility of communication but also in terms of accessing vast sources of information, including planning databases. In addition, it became clear that a planning-method focus did not spur enough discussion and participation, perhaps for two reasons: a recurrent disdain among most students for planning-method courses, and a disconnection between the methods typically taught in academic units and those used by practising planners in realworld contexts (Kaufman and Simons, 1995) . This finding is not fully consistent with the ACSP recommendation of teaching planning methods as a course of distance learning (of course, this is not a traditional distance-learning project).
The more recent versions of the project focused on two University of Washington courses,``Introduction to land use, growth management, and environmental planning '' in Fall 1999 and ` `Transportation and the environment'' in Winter 2000. Support was obtained from the American Planning Association (APA) and the Association of the Institute of Certified Planners (AICP) via a Continuing Education (2) A note to non-US readers who may not be fully acquainted with growth-management issues in the United States: Washington State is one of a handful of states with statewide programs. The key to Washington's program is the establishment of urban growth boundaries (in Washington, they are called`urban growth areas') as an instrument to contain urban growth, protect farmland and forests, and prevent sprawl. It is roughly modeled on its famous predecessor, the Oregon Program, with somewhat more flexibility granted to local jurisdictions and provision of an appeals board procedure.
University Grant with matching University of Washington departmental resources (in the form of a teaching assistant and`work-study' grants for other graduate student personnel involved). The idea was to build a communicative network of planners and academics with zero travel costs for the participants. This latter point is very important for some of the planners who (if they work on the eastern fringes of the state) would have to drive for up to eight hours to participate face-to-face; obviously infeasible. A website was created, http://courses.washington.edu/gmforum, named the Growth Management Forum (gmforum).
Participants in the gmforum process The gmforum included the following elements: (a) an IT-based approach to the study of the experiences of the Washington State GMA; (b) solicited advice from Washington State planners and responses to weekly question sets concerning a wide variety of growth-management issues and posting of those responses on the gmforum planners' advice; (c) a moderated listserv activity (gmf-list) to post questions to planners and update news to the participants; (d) traditional course materials (syllabi, lectures, research abstracts, student papers, etc), largely for the benefit of the students rather than the planners; (e) topical arrangement of growth-management issues, such as smart growth, forest preservation, salmon ESA [to deal with the salmon issue and the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA)], etc, with links to related regional, state, and national websites; and (f) personal e-mail correspondence among members of the academy and planners.
There were three parties involved: educators (the instructor and the gmforum managing staff), professional planners, and students. The educators included: an instructor who prepared the course materials and coordinated the gmforum content; a teaching assistant who recorded students' questions in class; an editor who compiled regional, state, and national web-based resources about growth-management topics; and a website manager who posted and revised the webpages. The professional planners who participated were a mix of senior and junior planners, most of them in the public sector, located in various parts of Washington State, but predominantly from the core Puget Sound Region. The students were drawn from different levels (mainly graduates, including PhD students, with a few undergraduates), primarily from the Department of Urban Design and Planning with some from other departments at the University of Washington.
Implementation
The project was implemented in three stages. Each state was cumulative in that it built upon past successes and corrected for past mistakes. Here is a chronological order of the three stages.
In stage 1 (Fall 1999) the gmforum served primarily as a`pathfinder' to the website links of state agencies and organizations, including political groups and activists, on the topic of growth management. A special section titled``Background on growth management'' became one of the gmforum's first entries.
The new gmforum topics were organized to bring together the existing web-based information available in Washington State on specific topics. The issues included:
growth-management background, forest protection, inner city (downtown Seattle), affordable housing and the GMA, rural development, salmon preservation and the ESA, farm-worker housing. In-depth coverage of each of these topics on the gmforum website consisted of an introductory text followed by more detailed links on growth-management-related issues and specific contact information. For academic participants in the project, bibliographies were also added for those readers with specific academic interests.
Two features of the site were included from the beginning in order to facilitate interaction between practitioners and academic users of the site. A log-in and password system was used so that practitioners felt comfortable in contributing information to the site. In addition, a list of participants in the website was included with their contact information. The list is unique in Washington State on the topic of growth management, because of its reach to all agencies and across all political boundaries in the state.
A bulletin board was created to spur on-line discussion among the planners and students. However, only a few planners participated, and the student postings were more like`chatroom' conversations. Even at the end of an academic quarter (a ten-week session), several planners reported a lack of familiarity with the bulletin board. Also, some students were reluctant to post their opinions on a website that reached beyond the classroom.
In stage 2 (Winter 2000) the focus shifted to growth-management issues related to transportation, linked to a graduate class on``Transportation and the environment''. The topics explored included: air quality, bicycling, pollutants, transportation and the environment: general information, transportation and natural habitats, transportation and water pollution, the impact of initiative 695 (a ballot proposition on highway spending). In addition, summaries of class presentations by Washington State agency representatives and county and city planners were include in the content of the gmforum; these presentations included speakers from the Puget Sound Regional Council (PSRC), the regional planning agency, and the Washington State Office of Community Development (OCD), the state agency responsible for growth management.
In order to permit students to pose questions directly to agency planners, a moderated listserv (3) named gmf-list (gmf-list@u.washington.edu) was created. Students working on class papers were able to pose questions concerning their research to the professional planners and then pursue individual meetings and e-mail exchanges with those who responded.
Another addition to the website was a`What's new?' section that detailed the most recent changes to the website, by organizing the website topics in reverse chronological order. Although the idea behind this feature was to encourage repeat visits to the website, and there have been many repeat visits, the feature has not been as attractive as expected. A possible remedy might be to add nationwide news items culled from newspapers, other media outlets, planning web listservs and similar sources.
In stage 3 (Fall 2000) a more aggressive marketing of the website was undertaken, including a presentation of the gmforum and its goals to the Washington Chapter Conference of the APA in Yakima, Washington, in October 2000. This resulted in an (3) The listserv was converted to being`moderated' after being`open' when a student sent a politically partisan message, forgetting that the message was being sent to professional planners not merely her fellow students. expansion in the number of listed planners to about 120. Including past and present students and participating faculty (at the University of Washington and elsewhere), the total number of participants reached 200.
The gmforum staff continued to add in-depth coverage to new topics and also to update out-of-date links. The new topics included: smart growth, Growth Management Hearings Board, farmland preservation, development impact fees, statewide ballot initiatives. However, the most significant addition to the third stage of the gmforum development was the establishment of a`Planners' advice' section. This section consists of responses from Washington State, city, and county planners (and a smaller number of consultants) to weekly sets of questions posed by the graduate students or the gmforum staff. The question sets typically consisted of three to five questions asking the planners to respond specifically with information about their own jurisdictions. The number of responses ranged from twelve to fifteen to each question set. Answers varied from a single sentence to more than a page (for each individual question), often supplemented by official documentation (for example, city ordinances) and even scanned photographs. The responses to these weekly question sets were compiled thematically on the website, along with notations about the specific geographic jurisdiction of that planner. Some agency planners reported that the questions served as the catalyst for more detailed discussion within the agency [for example, the City of Redmond (the location of Microsoft headquarters) planning staff were induced to include the Smart Growth issue as an agenda item at weekly staff meetings].
Evaluation
The gmforum
The gmforum website currently includes descriptive text, advice from professional planners, student and faculty writings, and references to related topics and website links. About 250 individual participants visited the gmforum during the project period, most of them regular repeat visitors. Password protection was provided to offer the planners a secure environment in which to express their own personal (as opposed to their agency) views and to protect the privacy of the students' work.
The level of activity over the period 1999^2001 corresponds directly to the period of student participation ( figure 1, over) . Peak activity for the planners was during Fall 2000, when the`Planners' advice' section was initiated (the response rate averaged about 30% of the regular participants). More than 30 000 hits from all users of the site were recorded over the eighteen-month period. As expected, the website was much more active when the university was in session and was relatively quiescent during school vacations. As for time of day, there were hits in the middle of the night (presumably students) with daytime peaks around 11AM, 2.30PM, and 8.30PM, more likely to be the planners ( figure 2, over) .
The geographic diversity of planners' responses from parts of the state that have traditionally been very difficult to reach was especially impressive (Washington State continues to be sharply divided economically, socially, and politically into regions east and west of the Cascade Mountains). The interactions with isolated planners distant from the Puget Sound area (that is, the Seattle metropolitan region) would have been impossible without the use of an IT tool. However, the geographical distribution was far from uniform. Only six planners from Eastern Washington participated, whereas all except five of those in Western Washington were from the Seattle region. However, to put this into perspective, growth-management concerns are both more visible and more critical in the Seattle metropolitan area than they are in the rest of the state.
An evaluation survey of the participant planners suggested mixed results (the survey had a 42% response rate). Some 69% had visited the website; others had participated only via e-mail with the students. The most useful elements of the site from the survey were the`Planners' advice' section and the`Growth management topics' section (table 1). Several respondents commented favorably on the variety of items on the website. As for the motivations behind the planners choosing to volunteer their time to participate in the project, one planner explained:`I think it is a great opportunity for planning students to get`on-the-firing-line information' which does not exist in the college environment ... I had something to offer as a professional planner for those seeking answers based one experience.'' Another planner commented about the selection of topics to which he contributed:`I answered questions that were within my area of expertise, and where I felt I could contribute meaningfully to the discussion.'' Some 80% of the planner respondents were in favor of continuing the gmforum. As one planner concluded:`D o it again! Very interesting for students to get real world answers to questions facing professional planners. Fulfilling to me to be able to share knowledge/ educated opinion on the topics you chose.'' Another planner explained that he had no time to go to the library any more, and being able to access the website made access to information so much easier. These comments suggest that many of the professionals believed that they were making a contribution.
A parallel Fall 2000 student survey indicated even greater satisfaction: every student had used the website. Again the`Planners' advice' and the`Growth management topics' sections were the most popular (table 1). Several commented that this was the best class website that they had found. Its appeal was the direct contact with practising planners. One student wrote:`W hat I liked most was that we were connected to people doing work in the field.'' Another wrote:`I t's nice to have input from people in the profession, to see what planners actually do, and to hear their responses to the problems we investigate.'' Or, as another student explained:`H aving the discourse between students and professionals added another dimension to the academic environment. As most of us will be practicing planners at some point, this exposure to the working world is very valuable.'' Students continued to access the website long after their course involvement was over. As one student wrote after her course had ended: As compensation for the contributions of the planners, a free three-hour IT course was offered at the university. The underlying idea was that some of the professional planners in the state, probably the more senior ones, lagged behind in their IT skills. A total of forty-six Washington State planners attended the course. It consisted of: (a) IT basics for planners; (b) information about the on-line library system (the University of Washington Information Gateway); and (c) on-line geospatial data. The on-line geospatial component of the course was by far the most popular (table 2) , an indicator of the increasing importance of GIS methods in professional planning practice. Some 30% of the respondents found the course`very helpful', 24% found it`somewhat useful', and 43% found it`useful'. A comprehensive series of class handouts were prepared for the course and distributed to each participant. A total of 65% of the respondents at the seminar found the handout`very useful'. One challenge of the course was how to accommodate the different knowledge bases of the participants. A common point made in the evaluations was that the three-hour time period during which the course was conducted was too short (table 2). Given that almost all the respondents received support from their offices for participation in the IT courses, the replication of similar courses in the future might be very popular. 
Educational value, assessment, and limitations
The gmforum has demonstrated the usefulness of IT approaches as a widely accessible, adaptable, relatively easily updated, and relatively low-cost solution for collaboration between planners and the academic community in Washington State. The gmforum website is the largest and most up-to-date source of thematically linked resources on a wide variety of topics related to growth management in Washington State. The primary purpose of the collaboration was to build an educational partnership between the planning profession and academia. The gmforum example of IT-based collaboration (by means of e-mail, listserv, and related website creation and development) has been particularly successful in tackling the challenging (and continuingly disputed) task of examining and furthering discussion on the merits and problems of growth management.
One of the main lessons learned during the project was that an electronic weekly panel discussion based on identified sets of weekly questions was a very effective tool for soliciting responses from planners on a regular basis and on topics of direct interest to them. (4) By offering a wide selection of growth-management-related topics, it was possible to attract an increasingly large number of planners to the discussions. Some planners would respond to some question sets, ignore others, and make inquiries themselves about certain terms and definitions in our questions. Then, the planners' responses were posted on the gmforum under the`Planners' advice' section.
Some positive side-effects resulted from initiating dialogue among the practitioners themselves. For example, when questions to clarify whether there is any difference between Smart Growth and the GMA were posted, the planners communicated directly with each other. One planner called the managing director of the Office of Community Development, the state growth-management agency. Another group conducted departmental meetings to try to answer the questions internally. Also, one of the planners asked the class how the students might themselves answer the questions about Smart Growth. This led to a class group discussion to prepare a more effective reply to the planner.
In addition to these activities, personal contacts were important in supplementing and strengthening the collaboration. Two distinctive groups participated more than others: Group 1: planners with whom personal contacts had already been established (whether it be through personal meetings, speaking to planning students in class, or members of the Department of Urban Design and Planning's Professional Council) became among the most active practitioner collaborators in the gmforum project. Group 2: the small minority who live and work at longer distances from the University of Washington campus, in urban centers such as Spokane, Port Angeles, and Bellingham, were regular visitors.
However, many planners working in the rural counties of the State were more reluctant to participate in the process. They responded that they were too busy to do so because of staff shortages (and, as pointed out, growth management is a less pressing issue in rural areas).
One of the key challenges of collaboration between practitioners and academicians remains the planners' reluctance to reveal their views on policy matters as frankly and (4) It would take up too much space to detail all the questions, so one week's questions are reported as illustrative: 1. Can`design' make a difference in introducing high-density living to a neighborhood? If so, could you name a successful project in your neighborhood/city/county? In addition, do you know of any high-density projects that patently failed from a design perspective? 2. Is good design, especially in infill projects, more costly for developers? 3. Are state/county regulations supportive of efforts to promote well-designed infill projects? unambiguously as they might in more formal or in public settings. The IT-based nature of the gmforum succeeded in overcoming this problem to a large extent by providing a forum that is both secure from external scrutiny (log-in and passwords were available only to practitioners and the academic community) and challenging in terms of posing questions to planners in such a way that they were induced to defend their agencies' decisions and actions. As a result, a wide variety of viewpoints often emerged (some of which, but not all, represented official perspectives of the agencies represented by planner contributors). Direct interactions among the planners themselves contributed significantly to the`Planners advice' section of the gmforum site.
When questions are interesting, and closely related to their work such as growth management, professional planners voluntarily participate in educating students and informing the broader academic community. However, the electronic forum could be further improved in the following ways.
First, to date, no academic articles published in planning journals have been posted on this website. The problem is copyright issues. If these can be satisfactorily resolved this would help to narrow the gap between academia and real-world planning by informing the professionals of up-to-date research and would strengthen the educational partnership targetted in this cooperation.
Second, some planners would like to earn APA^AICP Continuing Education Credit (a professional credential) via IT and website participation. This may be feasible via arrangements between the APA^AICP and the university. This might be an incentive for more junior planners to participate.
Third, a critical issue is to create the types of incentives that might encourage even more participation by the professional planners. Examples (in addition to informing them quickly about relevant research and library-related information, and arranging professional credit) include: thank-you notes, receptions, invitations to speak, and other forms of recognition of their role.
Fourth, if the user-name and password restrictions were lifted, it would be possible to reach the general public to educate them more about planning issues. The rationale for this is that the public has become much more interested in planning concerns in recent years. There is a growing interest in public participation via GIS; a recent example developed by Richard Klosterman called`What if?' explores project and planning scenarios at the local level, involving the general public, planners, and other policymakers (Klosterman, 2001 ; see also Craig and Elwood, 1998; Harris and Weimer, 1998; Obermeyer, 1998) who all have reservations about the capacity to adapt GIS for use by the general public and by community groups. The gmforum does not explicitly focus on GIS, but it does contain some links to GIS material.
Fifth, the website could and will be expanded to a multistate growth management forum to invite the collaboration of planning academics, students, and professionals in other states such as Oregon, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, and other states with statewide growth-management laws in the United States. There is no compelling reason to restrict discussion to the problems of Washington State, although some might argue that the dilution of the local impact involves a substantial price. If this argument is discounted, and if the planning issues discussed could be made more generic, there is no technical reason why a project of this kind could not be expanded globally.
Sixth, the success with so controversial a topic as growth management suggests that other politically sensitive topics might also be addressed in this manner. Examples in Washington State include the Endangered Species Act, dam removal, and the relative political disenfranchisement of the state's population living outside the Puget Sound region. Seventh, although distance learning was not a major factor here, a small number of students (mainly state employees tied to their offices) were permitted to take these courses on an experimental and informal basis. Although it was reasonably successful, in part because the quality of the students was already known, and was very well received and appreciated by the students, this does nothing to alter the principle established at the Open University thirty-five years ago that remote learning works best when supplemented by a nonnegligible onsite component.
Eighth, from the perspective of the course instructor, attaching a website to a course involves a significant additional burden in terms of workload. At times, website issues may overwhelm the more standard tasks such as lecture preparation and grading. Two points can be made: the extra effort pays off, but it cannot work without extensive support. This project benefited from the assistance of graduate students. The expectation is that financial resources normally prohibit alternative, more expensive, solutions. But graduate students come and go. Continuity is a problem, because each webmaster has her or his own style. The difficulties can be mitigated via a training or briefing overlap.
Ninth, another direction in expanding the scope of this project might include a mix of traditional personal contacts and further elaboration of issues explored on the gmforum website. As an example, creating a set of case studies of growth management experiences in Washington State and elsewhere would be helpful in encouraging direct contacts among practitioners. Personal contacts and IT-based communications are complements not substitutes.
Last, in conclusion, the gmforum sheds light on the capacity of IT to be used more in planning education. Its full potential has yet to be discovered.
